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abstract An emerging body of evidence has demonstrated the extent to which
social programs and housing initiatives have successfully helped people exit chronic
and unsheltered homelessness. Contemporary research shows that people with both
health and social problems are able to exit homelessness and sustain housing over
several years. Although the existing evidence is robust and often based on studies
employing rigorous experimental designs, clients of programs are presented as pas-
sive service recipients whose exits from homelessness are attributed to outside in-
tervention. Drawing on a multisite Australian study with people who had exited chronic
and unsheltered homelessness, this article adopts a theoretical framework of human
agency to demonstrate how people exiting homelessness play active roles in shaping
the outcomes they achieve. Extending the existing evidence base, we show how they
explain their outcomes in terms of imagined future trajectories and an evaluation of
their options to achieve change.
Much contemporary research has been devoted to examining the ways in
which people manage to exit chronic unsheltered homelessness. However,
the majority of it focuses on the roles of social programs and policy initia-
tives in the process, rather than on the agency of the people themselves.
Although some studies highlight the ways in which people who are home-
less, or otherwise socially and economically marginalized, express agency,
they rarely focus on people’s actions and perceptions in the process of
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exiting homelessness, or they examine the extent to which people experi-
encing homelessness play a determining role in improving their situations.
Other studies present agency on the part of those experiencing homeless-
ness in the context of neoliberalism, positing that demonstrations of respon-
sibility by those living in poverty are indications that they have internalized
the values of the bureaucratic social service ﬁelds in which they engage.
We aim to add to the existing body of literature in two ways. First, we
extend the current evidence about exiting homelessness and sustaining
housing for highly marginalized groups. Drawing on empirical research and
an analytic framework of agency, we demonstrate how people place them-
selves as centrally important in the outcomes they achieve. Second, fol-
lowing John Levi Martin ð2011Þ and the need to value people’s ﬁrsthand
accounts of their experiences and positions, we argue that when people
reﬂect upon their situations and their role in the problems they experience
and the solutions they enact, they demonstrate their desire to portray
themselves as capable and normal. We argue that people’s expressions of
agency are ﬁrmly embedded within their lived experiences. This includes
their imagined futures and evaluations of their perceived options in the
context of the interventions and resources available to them. Furthering
knowledge of expressions and perceptions of agency among those exiting
homelessness is useful for developing a nuanced understanding of their
understanding of their role in obtaining social services and the factors that
they believe contribute to the outcomes they achieve.
literature review
The absence of research or thought given to the agency that people who are
homeless express is especially evident in the emerging body of robust
contemporary research measuring the effectiveness of housing and support
interventions. Primarily from the United States and often based on rigorous
experimental and quasi-experimental designs, the research demonstrates
that people deemed not ready for housing because of their complex needs
are able to successfully sustain housing for 12 months ðMares and Ro-
senheck 2007, 2010; Pearson, Montgomery, and Locke 2009Þ, 24 months
ðTsemberis, Gulcur, and Nakae 2004; Padgett, Gulcur, and Tsemberis
2006; Edens et al. 2011; Mares and Rosenheck 2011; Johnson et al. 2012Þ,
4 years ðStefancic and Tsemberis 2007Þ, and 5 years ðTsemberis and Eisen-
berg 2000Þ. Some studies also compare housing, health, and socioeconomic
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outcomes for people participating in “housing ﬁrst” programs, in which
homeless individuals are immediately moved from the streets or homeless
shelters to their own housing, and “treatment ﬁrst” programs, which grad-
ually assist homeless individuals in ﬁnding housing by ﬁrst addressing other
problems such as poor health or addiction ðTsemberis and Eisenberg 2000;
Tsemberis et al. 2004; Stefancic and Tsemberis 2007; Tsai, Mares, and Ro-
senheck 2010Þ. This research demonstrates that people with chronic ex-
periences of homelessness or with multiple social and health problems in
addition to homelessness who are part of a housing ﬁrst program achieve
longer periods of housing retention and less days homeless than their coun-
terparts in treatment ﬁrst programs, although Stefan Kertesz and colleagues
ð2009Þ observe that the evidence supporting housing ﬁrst is often over-
stretched due to limited data on the outcomes achieved by people with ac-
tive and severe addiction.
At least in postindustrialized nations, we have an extensive evidence
base about the complex interaction of health and social problems associ-
ated with pathways into homelessness ðFitzpatrick, Bramley, and Johnsen
2013Þ, knowledge about how housing attributes are linked to prolonged
homelessness and housing retention ðDworsky and Piliavin 2000; Crane
and Warnes 2007; Patterson, Somers, and Moniruzzaman 2012Þ, data doc-
umenting service provision and social work practices effecting positive
change ðSun 2012; Manthrope et al. 2013Þ, and a developing body of longi-
tudinal outcomes research measuring homelessness exits and housing sus-
tainability ðTsemberis and Eisenberg 2000; Tsemberis et al. 2004; Padgett
et al. 2006; Mares and Rosenheck 2007, 2010, 2011; Stefancic and Tsemberis
2007; Pearson et al. 2009; Tsai et al. 2010; Edens et al. 2011; Johnson et al.
2012Þ. The contemporary research is of particular practical and policy-
related signiﬁcance because it frames access to and the appropriateness of
housing as the central pathways to addressing homelessness ðJohnson,
Parkinson, and Parsell 2012Þ. The current evidence base provides a com-
pelling rejection of the previously dominant housing readiness approach,
whereby homeless people were thought unprepared for the rigors of sus-
tained independent living and sent through a range of steps and conditions
before eventually graduating to independent housing ðsee Tsemberis et al.
½2004$ for a critique of housing readinessÞ.
Despite the mounting evidence and advances in policy and practice,
however, important limitations remain. The impressive body of rigorous
outcomes research focuses on models of intervention among speciﬁc home-
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less subgroups. Exiting homelessness ðor notÞ is attributed to the presence
or absence of a speciﬁc program, intervention, or other outside force. The
literature has often overlooked the experiences and agency of people exit-
ing homelessness and the manner in which they engage with service pro-
viders and make changes in their lives. The overwhelming body of liter-
ature articulates housing outcomes with reference to placing people in
housing or taking clients out of homelessness. The people subject to the
intervention are positioned as passive service recipients. Indeed, we know
more about what the service providers do and think ðSun 2012; Manthrope
et al. 2013Þ than we know about what people who are homeless do to en-
gage with welfare services and to exit homelessness.
There is some extant research on agency among those exiting home-
lessness. Drawing on a contextualized rational action analysis, Carol Mc-
Naughton Nicholls ð2009Þ demonstrates how people’s agency plays a role
in causing their homelessness, particularly through substance abuse. Focus-
ing on people who live in public places and whose daily lives are on pub-
lic display, other researchers have shown how expressions of agency are
a mechanism for people to assert respectable identities ðGowan 2010Þ, to
challenge gendered normative assumptions ðCasey, Goudie, and Reeve
2008Þ, to distance themselves from problematic identities ðSnow and An-
derson 1993Þ, and to enact identities consistent with the social norms dic-
tating the provision and receipt of charity ðParsell 2011aÞ.
The empirical work examining homelessness and agency recognizes that
the state of homelessness constitutes a threat to a normal, nonstigmatized
identity. In an insightful analysis, Katherine Boydell, Paula Goering, and
Tammy Morrell-Bellai ð2000Þ ﬁnd that people who are homeless draw on
past, positive identities linked to meaningful participation in work to con-
struct future visions of themselves and to avoid the stigma of being char-
acterized as a homeless person. Deborah Padgett ð2007Þ likewise identiﬁes
how previous life experiences are a source of identity reconstruction for
formerly homeless individuals. Importantly, Padgett also explains how gain-
ing a home represents a means for people to pursue a normal life. When
expressions of agency of the poor or marginalized groups are examined in
contemporary scholarship, they are often portrayed in positive and optimis-
tic ways ðGans 2012Þ. James Scott ð1985Þ, for example, demonstrates with
great insight how the agency of the poor is an expression of resourcefulness
and resilience. However, homelessness research has not examined what
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people experiencing homelessness do to improve their lives, and what
meaning they ascribe to their actions.
the agency of the poor and neoliberalism
Distinct from this, and following Loïc Wacquant ð2010Þ, an emerging body
of empirical work examines the agency of the poor in the context of in-
dividual responsibility as part of the neoliberal project. From this perspec-
tive, when people living in poverty represent themselves as prudent and
responsible, they have internalized neoliberal values and the pressures of
the bureaucratic social service ﬁelds in which they engage ðWoolford and
Nelund 2013Þ.
In the United Kingdom, scholars have argued that contemporary social
policy and social welfare reform is couched in neoliberal terms of promot-
ing responsible citizenship and encouraging communities to take greater
responsibility and obligation for their own welfare. Martin Whiteford
ð2010Þ shows how the neoliberal tendency to emphasize the responsibility
of the poor deliberately discounts and ignores the fundamental, structural
causes of homelessness.
The contemporary focus on the agency of the poor in the context of the
pervasive inﬂuence of neoliberalism constitutes a shift in the focus of social
science research examining poverty and marginalized groups.This contem-
porary focus notwithstanding, and acknowledging Katherine Newman’s
ð1999bÞ in-depth study demonstrating the extent towhich the working poor
will go to in order to access and maintain employment, researchers have
rarely critically explored how people living in poverty understand their
actions as solutions to their problems. Arguably, the limited scholarship
examining the agency of the poor can be explained as a means to avoid
blaming the victim for the poverty ðRyan 1976Þ. Or, as Amartya Sen ð1981Þ
observes, ignoring the agency of the poor can be explained and justiﬁed
because poverty and famines are a result of political and economic institu-
tions, not individual-level conditions.
agency as a theoretical framework
We draw on human agency as a theoretical framework through which to
assess the existing evidence base about homelessness and sustaining hous-
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ing. Despite concerns that agency is too vague a concept, too closely tied to
ongoing structure-agency debates, and of little value to the contemporary
social sciences ðLoyal and Barnes 2001Þ, we see agency as a conceptual lens
through which we can critically demonstrate the role that people play in
reﬂecting on and explaining their pasts, and determining and shaping the
conditions of their future outcomes.Our framework is heavily inﬂuenced by
Mustafa Emirbayer and Anne Mische’s temporally embedded conceptuali-
zation of agency ð1998Þ. They locate human action in the “ﬂow of time” to
illustrate how agency is “informed by the past ðin its habitual aspectÞ but
also orientated toward the future ðas a capacity to imagine alternative
possibilitiesÞ and toward the present ðas a capacity to contextualize past
habits and future projects within the contingencies of the momentÞ” ð1998,
963Þ. Our framework of agency is attuned to how actors critically evaluate
and reconstruct the conditions of their own lives. Extending the seminal
work of Anthony Giddens ð1984Þ and Pierre Bourdieu ð1977Þ,which focuses
on the habitual dimensions of agency and the way in which agency is closely
tied to past life experiences, Emirbayer and Mische show that people do
not merely engage in repetitive, routinized habit ð1998Þ. Rather, people
have the capacities for new possibilities of thought and action. We adopt
Emirbayer and Mische’s model to highlight the projective, imaginative, and
transformative capacities of individuals.
We do not, however, advocate a celebratory or heroic notion of agency
free from structural constraints. Expressions of agency take place in the
present, but people’s lives are always permeated by past experiences. It is
important to recognize the socially embedded ways in which people con-
struct their sense of self and understand their problems and their role in
enacting solutions. Following Newman ð1999aÞ and Ofer Sharone ð2013Þ,
our analysis is attuned to the way in which cultural and normative social
forces shape the extent to which people come to see their personal situa-
tions as individual versus societal problems. E. Summerson Carr ð2010Þ
insightfully shows how clients in a drug treatment program learn to pur-
posefully articulate their self-assessment of their problems and desired
solutions in ways consistent with and expected by their counselors. Indeed
Carr’s deep ethnographic work shows that the language used by client
constitutes “hard-won products of a clinical discipline” ð2010, 4Þ.
This notion of agency as socially bound is consistent with the proposi-
tion that “there is no hypothetical moment in which agency actually gets
free from structure,” but the temporal and dynamic nature of agency as
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interactional means that “empirical social action will never be completely
determined or structured” ðEmirbayer and Mische 1998, 1004Þ. The so-
cially contextualized concept of agency provides us with some conceptual
scaffolding from which to understand the imaginative and evaluative di-
mensions of participants’ engagement with homelessness service provi-
ders and, eventually, their achievement of housing stability. Building on
the service provision context, and consistent with concepts about client
engagement and readiness to change that are so central to social work in-
tervention processes ðYatchmenoff 2005Þ, we examine how what people
do is mediated by the resources available.
The contemporary work focusing on neoliberalism ðCarr 2010; Chase
andWalker 2013; Shildrick andMacDonald 2013Þ adds to our framework for
investigating agency by drawing attention to the role that broader political,
cultural, and economic forces play in shaping people’s expressions of agency
and personal identity and the meaning they ﬁnd in them. The focus on the
broader context of people’s lives is consistent with a tendency in the social
sciences to value “third-person explanations, in which we attribute causal
power to something other than the ﬂesh-and-blood individuals” ðMartin
2011, 8Þ. In a critique of social science’s tendency to focus on third-person
explanations, John Levi Martin suggests that theorists have demonstrated a
preference for explaining social action with nonobvious theories removed
from the accounts offered by people whose actions we study ð2011Þ. The
focus on theories about people’s actions that are removed from their own
words and their own self-awareness is tantamount to a distrust of the
individual actor’s cognition. In advocating for a focus on people’s ﬁrsthand
accounts, Martin recognizes that people cannot know everything about
themselves and their position in the world. This notwithstanding, he ex-
plains that ﬁrsthand perspectives are a fundamental part of analysis, as
they provide evidence about the nature of people’s experiences. Following
Martin,we aim to meaningfully examine people’s ﬁrsthand accounts rather
than focus exclusively on broader, external forces so that we do not obscure
or undermine the way in which people living in poverty see themselves,
their poverty, and their actions as solutions to their problems.
In this context, we address two questions. First, how do people with
chronic experiences of homelessness understand and express their engage-
ment with street outreach and exits from homelessness? Second, how do
people who have exited chronic homelessness and accessed and sustained
housing understand and convey meaning about their improved outcomes?
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Our focus on the individual is based on an understanding that their ex-
pressions of agency are enabled and made meaningful by both the societal
norms and the service provision context. Our study explores the synergy
between the individual’s expression of agency and the outreach and hous-
ing interventions available.
method
This article draws on empirical material obtained from two multisite Aus-
tralian studies. The research participants ðN 5 77Þ were service users of
Street to Home programs, one in Brisbane ðN 5 46Þ and the other in Syd-
ney ðN 5 31Þ. Sydney is Australia’s largest city, with 4.6 million inhabitants,
and Brisbane is Australia’s third largest city, with 2.1 million inhabitants
ðAustralian Bureau of Statistics 2012bÞ. Both programs were established in
April 2010 and are operated by not-for-proﬁt organizations with govern-
ment funding. Responding to government objectives to achieve measur-
able reductions in homelessness and to provide supported housing to the
unsheltered homeless in particular ðCommonwealth of Australia 2008Þ, the
two programs aim to reduce the incidence of homelessness ðParsell, Jones,
and Head 2013Þ.
The program and policy characteristics have been described in detail
elsewhere ðParsell et al. 2013Þ.While the two programs have some organi-
zational and structural differences, they are based on New York City’s
Common Ground program and they can be jointly summarized as: ð1Þ fo-
cusing on the most vulnerable unsheltered homeless, ð2Þ purposefully and
persistently engaging in street outreach to enable people to immediately
exit homelessness, ð3Þ promoting and advocating for ðalthough not directly
providingÞ access to secure housing, and ð4Þ promoting and advocating
for the provision of ongoing social and health services post-homelessness.
research sites
Research participants were recruited into the study based on their status as
clients of the two Street to Home programs. All people who were working
with the programs and were in contact with program staff were invited to
participate in the research. The research team approached clients via the
program staff; being in contact with staff was thus a practical requirement
of inclusion. There were some unsheltered homeless individuals who were
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deﬁned as clients of the Street to Home program ði.e., through previous
assessment and intakeÞ who were unable to be located and invited to par-
ticipate in the research. The sample reported in this article constitutes the
majority of people in contact with the Street to Home programs between
July 2011 and April 2012. It is important to note that both programs were
funded to work with the most vulnerable and marginalized members of
the unsheltered homeless population. Vulnerability was assessed by the
vulnerability index tool that sought to identify risk of premature death.The
vulnerability tool was developed by physician James O’Connell in Boston
and was imported to Australia in order to underpin the Street to Home
model ðParsell et al. 2013Þ. The client group does not constitute a represen-
tative sample of Australia’s homeless population, as the programs studied
both focused on the most vulnerable people experiencing unsheltered
homelessness. Of all the people deﬁned as homeless in Australia, the un-
sheltered are the minority. The majority reside in severely overcrowded
dwellings and crisis accommodation ðAustralian Bureau of Statistics 2012aÞ.
This, taken together with the chronic experiences of unsheltered homeless-
ness presented in table 1, shows that the research participants in this study
overwhelmingly come from a small Australian cohort of extremely disad-
vantaged people.
data collection
The research project consisted of three rounds of data collection, involv-
ing both quantitative survey and qualitative interview data. In tables 1 and 2
we outline only basic participant demographic and housing outcomes data.
The quantitative ﬁndings are reported in detail elsewhere ðParsell, Jones,
and Tomaszewski 2013a, 2013bÞ.We present the quantitative data in order
to illustrate participants’ characteristics and chronic experiences of home-
lessness and to report on their housing outcomes. The qualitative mate-
rial constitutes the primary empirical source informing our work, and it
responds to the research questions. The background quantitative data are
important because, by reporting on key individual characteristics and hous-
ing outcomes, they facilitate a more meaningful understanding of the
agency that people exercised in accessing and sustaining housing and im-
proving their lives.
Round one data collection took place with people as soon as possible
after they ﬁrst began working with the programs. Because the programs
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recruited their clients through assertive street outreach that involved pa-
trolling public places and, at times, persistently trying to engage with peo-
ple who were initially reluctant service users ðParsell 2011bÞ, the majority
of round one interviews occurred after people had been working with the
program for a number of weeks, and up to 6 months. Thus, round one in-
terviews were not true baseline because the participants had experienced
varying degrees of exposure to Street to Home at the time of interview. In
addition to identifying characteristics and self-reported measures, round
one interviews involved qualitative questions that examined people’s en-
gagement with the service and their experiences and perspective of service
usage.
The second round of follow-up interviews were conducted approxi-
mately 12 months after round one. Every effort was made to reinterview
people at the 12-month point, but due to difﬁculties locating some people,
there were instances in which the follow-up interviews were conducted 11–
table 1. Participant Characteristics ðN 5 77Þ at Round 1
Characteristic Number %
Gender:
Female 23 30
Male 54 70
Age:
18–30 8 10
31–40 14 18
41–50 20 26
51–60 22 29
≥61 13 17
Labor market participation/income source:
Unemployed welfare beneﬁt 17 22
Disability support pension 55 71
Aged pension 4 5
Parenting payment 1 1
Government study allowance 0 0
Salary from employment 0 0
Lifetime combined experience of unsheltered homelessness:
2–12 months 7 9
More than 1 and up to 2 years 8 10
More than 2 and up to 5 years 15 19
More than 5 years 47 61
Age of ﬁrst unsheltered homelessness experience:a
18 years or less 36 47
Between 19 and 44 years 26 34
Older than 45 14 18
Program:
Brisbane 46 60
Sydney 31 40
a One missing response.
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16 months after round one. In round two, we sought to identify changes in
housing and other outcomes.We also asked qualitative questions at round
two. The second round qualitative questions focused on how people under-
stood their experiences and outcomes over a 12-month period. Round three
data collection consisted of 14 further, qualitative interviews with 14 indi-
viduals who participated in rounds one and two. The 14 participants were
selected to represent diversity in housing outcomes achieved since work-
ing with the programs. The third-round interviews examined people’s
perspectives of street outreach and the approach of outreach workers in
greater depth than the interviews in rounds one and two.
analysis
The ﬁrst author thematically analyzed all qualitative data and conducted
more than half of all interviews. We approached qualitative data analysis
from an inductive perspective. Our thematic analysis identiﬁed themes and
patterns in people’s use of street outreach and housing access. During
interviews and again in the interpretive phases, however, it became appar-
ent that, when responding to questions about their experiences and out-
comes with the services with which they worked, people prioritized their
own actions and roles. In the following section, after presenting character-
istic and housing outcomes data, the dominant themes from the qualitative
interviews are discussed and analyzed within our agency framework.
results
participant characteristics and housing outcomes
The basic demographic and characteristic information presented in table 1
illustrates the extreme disadvantage experienced by the majority of people
table 2. Changes in Housing Outcomes ðN 5 77Þ
Variable
Initial Engagement
with Program Round 1 Round 2
Secure housing tenancy 0 62 69
Unsheltered homelessness 76 3 2
Homelessness othera 1 12 6
a Includes crisis accommodation, boarding houses, temporarily staying
with friends, and a condemned building.
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interviewed. None of the 77 participants were employed; they all reported
that their sole income came from federal welfare beneﬁts. More than half
reported experiencing in excess of 5 combined years of unsheltered home-
lessness. Similarly, slightly fewer than half had their ﬁrst experience of un-
sheltered homelessness prior to the age of 18.
The housing outcomes data indicate three important points of context.
First, for a group of people with experiences of unsheltered homeless-
ness who had endured many years of living on the streets, they were suc-
cessfully assisted to access secure housing. Secure housing consisted of
state-subsidized housing, with the Street to Home program providing vary-
ing degrees of ongoing support services such as case management, crisis
counseling, and transportation. Although it is not identical, the secure
housing model is similar to permanent supportive housing in the United
States ðHenwood et al. 2013Þ. Second, the aggregate housing outcomes seen
in table 2 improved over time. No one was living in housing when they ﬁrst
started working with the programs, 62 persons were in secure housing at
round one, and 69 were in secure housing at round two.Third, there was an
excellent housing retention rate after 12 months. The ﬁgures in table 2 only
show the aggregate housing outcome score for the entire sample.When we
lookmore closely at changes to tenancy arrangements, of the 62 people who
were in housing at round one, 58 remained securely housed at round two.
Thus, housing retention for the sample over 12 months was 94 percent.
The 12-month housing outcomes and chronic homelessness experiences of
participants are consistent with previous research from the United States
ðMares and Rosenheck 2007, 2010; Pearson et al. 2009Þ and Australia
ðJohnson et al. 2012Þ.
qualitative findings
The sophisticated body of contemporary evidence reporting on the out-
comes achieved by housing ﬁrst and other supportive housing programs
provides little empirical or theoretical insight into the perceptions or ac-
tions of the people who exit homelessness.Thoughmethodologically robust
and politically inﬂuential, we know little about the roles that people play in
exiting chronic homelessness and sustaining housing, and the meaning that
they ascribe to their actions and achievements. As previously explained, the
two programs in this research practiced assertive street outreach, per-
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sistently engaging people living on the streets and purposefully working
toward facilitating their access to secure housing. Also, both programs,
consistent with the principles of the housing ﬁrst approach, did not require
people to access temporary accommodation or meet other conditions prior
to securing housing. Participants spoke about obtaining housing anywhere
from immediately following engagement with the street outreach worker to
6 months after engagement with the program.
The availability of housing resources played a determining role in the
amount of time it took for people to go from unsheltered homelessness to
residing in secure housing. In addition to the availability of housing stock
through social housing providers and formal allocation processes, however,
the dominant theme to emerge from the qualitative interview data was the
primacy people gave to their decisions, thoughts, actions, and sense of self
in engaging with street outreach workers to access secure housing.
Engaging with Service Providers
We interviewed people experiencing unsheltered homelessness about the
factors they saw as leading to their exit from homelessness. Based on issues
raised in the existing literature, we speciﬁcally directed our questions
toward identifying whether people felt that street outreach was coercive
ðsee Fitzpatrick and Jones ½2005$ for a nuanced discussion on coercion and
street outreachÞ. No one described street outreach as forceful or coercive.
Rather, participants described exiting homelessness as contingent upon
themselves or their sense of self as they interacted with the service provid-
ers. They described how they exerted control as they worked with street
outreach services and exited homelessness.
Research participants expressed control over their situations by describ-
ing their central role in determining whether or not they would pursue
housing.One female participant’s children were removed from her care and
placed into foster care. She stated:
Female: I want my kids back. That wasn’t going to happen living ½in
public places$. Getting out of that way of living was about getting my
kids.
Researcher: Did they say you needed to get housing?
Female: No, it’s obvious. I knew I needed to get housing to get my kids
and my life back on track. So that’s what I did.
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In response to the question of what led to exiting homelessness, the follow-
ing responses illustrate a common view:
Male: To have a settled and married life; comfort.
Female: Conﬁdence. Aim to get my own place and pay my own way.
Female: Became serious about wanting to better myself and changing my
life.
Female: Sick and tired of it, especially as I was aging.
The availability of housing resources and purposeful street outreach di-
rected toward ending homelessness were contingent upon people express-
ing willingness to access housing. Although the presence and practices of
purposeful street outreachwere important, as we discuss later in the article,
participants stated that exiting homelessness represented a commitment or
plan to realize broader life changes.
Two other participants provided additional detail about their decisions
to engage with street outreach workers and to exit homelessness.
Male: I’d had enough of it ½homelessness$.
Researcher: So what was it exactly that helped you move into housing?
Male: Well, me really. I knew it was about time to do something about
getting a place.
Researcher: Yeah.
Male: So when ½outreach worker$ came around I ﬁnally got myself sorted
and into this place.
Researcher: What led you to getting off the streets?
Male: Wanted to get off the ½alcohol$. Just wanted to get off the streets and
to start living normally.
Researcher: What helped you to do that?
Male: Me. I had to do it myself. I had to change. Needed to get my act
together.
The imaginative and prospective dimensions of where people wanted their
lives to go and what they wanted to achieve were salient ðEmirbayer and
Mische 1998Þ. Participants described engaging with the street outreach
workers and exiting homelessness as part of a desire to realize future trajec-
tories. Indeed, the presence of street outreach and the availability of hous-
ing were central components of people’s expressions of agency and ability
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to realize their desired outcomes. Further, the imagined trajectories were
ﬁrmly and humbly grounded in an assessment of what people wanted ðfam-
ilyÞ for and expected ðagingÞ of their personal futures.
Taking further the centrality of the interaction between exiting home-
lessness and the imagined future and people’s self-deﬁned readiness and
motivation to make changes, one person suggested that some modes of
street outreach were counterproductive to facilitating the opportunity for
life changes:
Researcher: Do you like that these services come out and do these
things, give you food and give you . . . is that useful?
Male: Well, in all honesty, I think it is useful, but it also . . . it’s ½a$ Catch-22
scenario there. It keeps you away from getting motivated and getting on with
life again.
The above participant described how the provision of harm minimization
services from street outreach undermined his willingness and readiness
to exit homelessness. Outreach from the Street to Home programs, on the
other hand, did not involve harm minimization services but rather deliber-
ately focused on helping people access housing. Later in the article, we
consider some of the competing theories and debates about how the above
participant’s comments about outreach services and motivation to exit
homelessness can be understood. For now, however, it is worth noting that
the comment could be seen as entirely consistent with internalizing the
neoliberal agenda and the pressure on people in poverty to present a narra-
tive consistent with the prevailing bureaucratic ﬁeld and the script of a
good client ðCarr 2010; Woolford and Nelund 2013Þ. In addition to not per-
ceiving housing-focused street outreach as either coercive or punitive, peo-
ple understood that engagement was determined by their actions and the
mode of service delivery.When reﬂecting upon their experiences, research
participants emphasized their agency and personal situations, discussing
how they were either reluctant or willing to work with what was seen as
deliberate and purposeful street outreach.
In responding to questions about being approached by assertive street
outreach workers, a male explained: “I don’t like services that are pushy.
½Service provider$ puts suggestions into your head, let½s$ you think it’s your
idea, but it’s theirs. They let you work out what you want.” This comment
forms part of a broader narrative in which the participant articulated what
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the assertive outreach approach looked like andmeant to him. He suggested
that the service provider’s approach was not pushy, and instead, the out-
reach workers skillfully worked with him to help him become ready to
accept housing. The participant cited his independence and previous
successful life experiences as reasons for his initial rejection of the out-
reach service’s help. He explained that when the assertive outreach work-
ers approached him in public places and offered him help, he initially
declined the offer. Despite his homelessness, he emphasized his capacities
to look after himself and not to be reliant on others. He did not romanti-
cize his experiences of homelessness or his abilities. Instead, he outlined
the threats to his safety and the cold he experienced as a result of his un-
sheltered homelessness. But he spoke about how he managed these prob-
lems himself by sipping alcohol all night long and tying his valuable be-
longings around his arm as he slept. He was happy to articulate some of
the challenges he experienced,while also outlining how he addressed these
challenges independently. The participant described the practical, evalu-
ative component of working with street outreach in ways that reﬂect
Emirbayer andMische’s ð1998Þ model of agency as involving practical eval-
uation. The participant’s expressions of agency are evidenced through his
normative assessment of his situation and based on judgments of realizing
alternatives.
The participant who reported valuing his capacity for self-reliance and
autonomy told how he worked with the service provider whose approach ﬁt
with his sense of self. He described that, after engaging with the workers
over a period of weeks and months, he was able to see the opportunity for
change and accept the support they were offering. The participant saw the
street-based assertive outreach as culminating in access to housing and
exiting a 3-year stint of unsheltered homelessness. His remarks suggest that
he attributed this success to the outreach workers approaching him and
providing their services in a way that ensured his autonomy and sense of self
were not compromised.
The detailed responses from anothermale participant also highlight how
a person’s sense of self and personal situation can help us understand both
individuals’ resistance to or acceptance of street outreach. This partici-
pant described how he was initially reluctant to engage in purposeful street
outreach because of skepticism that the Street to Home service could de-
liver on the proposed housing outcome. He said that his skepticism was a
result of past experiences of services either not providing him with
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assistance or making offers of assistance but failing to follow through. In
addition to the proactive and continuous support from street outreach that
he articulated as important to accessing his long-term accommodation, the
participant reﬂected upon his sense of self to explain that passive street
outreach was previously ineffective in his life because of his self-perception
ofworthlessness. From a past experience of child abuse, the participant said,
“I had learned that it was best to not ask for help.” When asked about what
led him to exit homelessness, he explained that it was not simply the pur-
poseful approach of the Street to Home program and the housing resources
available. Instead, he attributed exiting homelessness to the practices of out-
reach workers that enabled him to alter his self-perceptions and self-worth.
He said that the outreach workers could see “what I couldn’t see, that I’m
a good bloke.” This participant attributed his ability to overcome his reser-
vations and take full advantage of the services offered to the approach and
practices of the outreach workers. He reﬂected on what Emirbayer and
Mische ð1998Þ refer to as the iterational element of agency. The participant
explained his actions and initial reluctance to work with street outreach
workers and exit homelessness in terms of past thoughts and experiences.
Instead of his past patterns of thought providing stability and order ðEmir-
bayer and Mische 1998Þ, he explained that they represented barriers to
achieving change and realizing positive trajectories. For this individual, exit-
ing homelessness meant moving beyond and freeing himself from past ex-
periences that negatively affected his present.
Sustaining Housing
Each of the 69 participants who were residing in housing at round two
were asked the following question: In the past 12 months,what things have
been useful for you to keep housing? This question led to a range of ex-
pressions of personal agency, through both projective and evaluative ele-
ments of thought and action. Similar to how they had described their own
agency as a factor of their engagement with street outreach and accessing
housing, when speaking about sustaining tenancies, people located their
own actions, thoughts, and decisions in relation to the available resources.
The majority of research participants’ comments reﬂected two dominant
themes: ﬁrst, that sustaining housing was a personal choice ðimaginative
futureÞ, and second, that they were able to sustain housing because they
engaged in mechanisms that limited their actions from undermining their
desire to stay housed ðpractical evaluationÞ. Both the expressed choice to
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stay housed and the practices involved in facilitating their choices were
ﬁrmly embedded within the resources and interventions available.
Theme 1: Sustaining Housing as a Personal Choice. The responses to the
question below illustrate how people expressed their ability to sustain
housing as a result of their personal decisions:
Male: Health reasons not wanting to go back out on the streets.
Male: Too old to go back to streets.
Male: It’s been me, I’ve enjoyed it. And now I’ve made a decision that I
would stay housed.
Male: Back problems, couldn’t handle it to return to the street.
Male: I just like it.
Researcher: What’s helped to keep you stay here ½in current housing$?
Male: Nothing, I like my ½television$. I want to stay living this kind of way
now.
The above question was constructed to elicit perspectives on the nature of
support and housing received. In addition to helping homeless individuals
secure housing, the Street to Home programs deliver or broker wrap-
around services, such as case management, crisis counseling, and transpor-
tation. These programs are designed based on a belief that the provision of
ongoing support services is an important means of assisting people to sus-
tain their tenancies and achieve broader life changes ðParsell et al. 2013Þ.
When responding to questions about assistance acquiring housing, we
thus expected that participants would speak ðpositively or negativelyÞ about
the services they received or perhaps the type or location of housing they
were allocated. As illustrated above, however, participants described sus-
taining housing as an active, individual decision.
A female participant added more nuance about her efforts to keep
housing. She embedded her reﬂections on her actions and successes in the
context of her neighborhood: “If I live in ½inner city suburb with a rep-
utation for drug use and crime$ I’ll be around drugs. I’m not a drug addict,
but I’ll be around drugs and things like that and my life won’t change.” The
participant described her transition from unsheltered homelessness, and
before that, prison, as something “I am getting used to slowly.” In order to
continue with her progression of life improvements, she wanted to avoid
negative inﬂuences and engage with people who would foster her positive
actions: “These people work, you know, they drive to work every morning,
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they take their kids to school and pick their kids up. And I think that’s just
a better scene for me to be with stable-minded people.” Participants de-
scribe their decision to stay in housing in relation to their desire to avoid
returning to homelessness. The above participant explains how her deci-
sions and efforts to remain housed were also mediated by the people who
lived in her neighborhood, which is consistent with the data highlighting
the importance of the service provision context to people’s expressions of
agency and access to housing. Sustained housing was consequential to the
priority of changing their lives and not returning to live on the street. As
shown in table 1, the majority of participants had spent many continuous
years living in unsheltered conditions; many of them had lived on the
streets prior to adulthood. Their comments about keeping housing as a
means to avoid homelessness were grounded in past ðnegativeÞ life experi-
ences, but success in housing was expressed as part of a broader desire to
improve their futures. Some participants evoked their previous chronic
experiences of unsheltered homelessness with the assertion that they were
too old or that their health was too poor to return to homelessness. Either
way, homelessness was a negative experience and sustaining housing was
framed as part of the desire for the future ðEmirbayer and Mische 1998Þ.
Critical of the proposition that homelessness is a free choice, Cameron
Parsell and Mitch Parsell ð2012Þ argue that people construct homelessness
as a choice out of a desire to avoid being depicted as a passive, problematic,
and socially unacceptable. Building on this, participants in the current study,
who had exited chronic homelessness, spoke about their continued access
to housing as a choice. They understand that sustaining tenancy requires a
willingness to stay in housing and often subsequent behavior change. People
thus explained that they sustained their tenancies in order to avoid the
undesirable state of unsheltered homelessness. As a product of their over-
arching desire, people chose to make the necessary attitude and behavioral
changes to achieve the intended outcome and idealized futures.
Theme 2: Support Programs Facilitate Necessary Behavioral Change. The
second dominant theme—that support programs facilitate the behavioral
change necessary for sustaining housing—adds further to the proposition
that people exercised agency in sustaining their housing as part of an
imagined future. Above we argued that people prioritize changes in attitude
and behavior in order to keep their housing. Similarly, participants high-
lighted their individual behaviors and capacity for self-reﬂection by suggest-
ing that they sustained their housing because they participated in an
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automatic rent deduction system that prevented them from jeopardizing
their tenancies. Expressions of agency were evident through the practical
judgments made in response to emerging dilemmas ðEmirbayer andMische
1998Þ. Participants expressed their evaluative and reﬂective capacities when
describing how automatic rent deduction was a mechanism to ensure that
individual actions did not undermine their desire ðimagined futuresÞ to stay
housed. One male participant said: “I have a major gambling addiction,
½service provider$ has arranged for me to have my rent and electricity come
straight from my pension. . . . I usually have my bike and gold ring in cash
convertors.” One female participant candidly said that automatic rent de-
duction was “the only reason I’m still in it ½housing$.”Another participant, a
male, identiﬁed automatic rent deduction as important in keeping his ten-
ancy.When asked to expand on his comment, he simply said that automatic
rent deduction was “the best thing, I don’t have to worry about it.” Two
other people spoke about automatic rent deduction, saying:
Male: Can’t get a chance to spend it or fall back on it.What I have left in
the bank is mine.
Male: Direct debit has helped me stay here, I would forget to pay.
The two dominant themes—that sustaining housing is a personal choice
and that support programs facilitate necessary behavioral change—may at
ﬁrst seem to be in tension with one another. People saw stable housing as a
product of their purposeful behavioral changes to achieve personal future
goals, yet they also attributed keeping their housing to an automatic rent
deduction system that removed their capacity for autonomy. However, we
view these two themes as consistent. Participants articulated their practical
assessment of problems and evaluation of how the problems could be
addressed as a necessary part of realizing their desires for the future. Rather
than attributing sustained tenancy to service provision and engagement
ðCrane and Warnes 2007Þ housing attributes, such as type, tenure, location,
or level of satisfaction ðDworsky and Piliavin 2000;Warnes, Crane, andCow-
ard 2013Þ, participants saw housing outcomes as a product of their own
decisions and activities. The centrality given to the individual was ﬁrst
described in terms of a conscious decision to stay housed and to avoid
homelessness. From this premise, participants understood that they were
required to engage in behavioral change in order to realize their housing
aspirations.
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The participants’ recognition of the need for behavioral change illus-
trates the way in which their central focus was on their own agency. On the
one hand, people spoke about doing the right thing as central to their suc-
cess in keeping housing. On the other hand, they emphasized the types of
behaviors that they knew would place their tenancies at risk. They ex-
pressed that they would not make regular rent payments because of gam-
bling problems or poor money management. One participant noted the fre-
quency with which he accessed short-term loans through using his
possessions as security: “my bike and gold ring in cash convertors.” Even
though automatic rent deduction can be seen as limiting agency, it was a
voluntary scheme that people freely opted into as a result of their practical
evaluation of their problems. Likewise, people expressed agency in terms of
their self-deﬁned problematic behaviors as aspects of the self that they
addressed to keep housing.
discussion and conclusion
The empirical material presented in this article illustrates the role that
individuals see themselves playing in exiting homelessness and sustaining
housing.The qualitative responses show that people’s agency, however,was
often embedded within the availability of outreach services, the housing
resources available, and the presence of interventions such as the automatic
rent deduction system. This adds to the existing literature on housing out-
comes, which often depicts participants as passively being placed into
programs and housing.We demonstrate that people are not passive service
recipients who are taken out of homelessness. In interaction with a range of
service providers and resources, they play active roles in the outcomes they
achieve. Their expressions of agency are not simply idealistic or a means to
present themselves as resilient or resourceful; they reﬂect individuals’ as-
sessments of the ways in which their choices and behaviors prevent them
from engaging with street outreach and contribute to their housing insta-
bility.
Participants also expressed agency in engaging with street outreach
workers. Participants described the presence of purposeful street outreach
as a catalyst for them to act on their stated desires to change their lives.
Moreover, they described how the nature of the outreach and the approach
of outreach workers played an important role in creating the conditions
under which they could exercise agency and make changes.
Exiting Unsheltered Homelessness and Sustaining Housing | 315
This content downloaded from 130.102.158.24 on Thu, 27 Nov 2014 20:05:11 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions
The ﬁndings add to Parsell’s ð2011bÞ assertion that the provision of
meaningful resources in street outreach is necessary for people experienc-
ing homelessness to exercise autonomy and self-determination.We ﬁnd that
the purposeful approach of street outreach workers and the available re-
sources, particularly the housing resources, facilitated research participants’
abilities to assert control and act upon their stated commitments to improve
their lives. Thus, there was a synergy between the perceived appropriate-
ness of the interventions and people’s readiness to exit homelessness.
In a challenge to an orthodox view in scholarly social policy and social
work that conﬂates the promotion of responsibility and conditionality with
oppressive, moralizing, and neoliberal agendas ðWhiteford 2010; Bowpitt
et al. 2013; Woolford and Nelund 2013Þ or governing the poor ðIlcan and
Lacey 2011Þ, participants in the current study framed their positive out-
comes in terms of taking on greater responsibility for the personal changes
they needed to make in order to achieve future outcomes that were impor-
tant to them.They framed their agency and their housing outcomes primar-
ily in terms of imagined and projective futures, and on the basis of their
practical evaluations of their personal circumstances and limitations. Emir-
bayer and Mische’s ð1998Þ analytical framework provided coherence to
participants’ responses in a way that prioritized their views about their
situations and their actions.
Can the participants’ accounts be understood as true reﬂections of their
inner thoughts, or are they the result of an imposition of neoliberalism ðe.g.,
of projections of the script of a good welfare client ½Carr 2010$Þ? We cannot
know for sure. For one thing, those proposing the inﬂuence of neoliberal-
ism would argue that the individual is unconsciously complicit. Thus, it
would be very difﬁcult to substantiate the point that people who access and
reﬂect upon social services were not inﬂuenced by neoliberalism. Asking
whether their appraisals are authentic may be unnecessary. People’s sense
of self, their identity, and the agency they express are positional and pur-
poseful: there is not a true and one-dimensional self ðHall 2000Þ. In terms
of the broader context that may or may not inﬂuence participants’ accounts
of exiting homelessness, as C.Wright Mills ð1959Þ notes, we must be aware
that people do not usually deﬁne their personal troubles in terms of social
and institutional forces. Our participants in this research, like Mills has ob-
served, did not articulate awareness of the intricate connection or “interplay
of man and society” ð1959, 4Þ. Nevertheless, their expressions of agency, we
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have argued, were ﬁrmly embedded within their life experiences and de-
sires. People’s descriptions of their situation, their problems, their evalua-
tions of what solutions were required, and the future lives they imagined,
were constructed with reference to lived experiences as homeless and as
consumers of welfare programs.When reﬂecting on their personal troubles
and their individual experiences, people attributed their exit from home-
lessness and their ability to sustain housing to their desire to change,which
was enabled through social welfare and housing resources. Our data, while
not focusing on the policy context or the perspectives of practitioners, do
not seek to deny or downplay the importance of these and other external
factors. What our data do show, however, is that people with chronic ex-
periences of homelessness positioned and strongly emphasized themselves
as having the power to effect changes in their lives in order to achieve their
goals.
We ﬁnd that critically examining the ways in which disadvantaged
people understand their engagement with welfare and housing services
provides valuable insight into the outcomes attributed to social programs.
Examined within a context of outreach and social services to support sus-
tained housing, expressions of agency were presented as a way for people
to assert themselves as capable and in control of their situations. Although
this study was not initially framed to examine agency, our inductive and
iterative analysis led us to value participants’ accounts of their experiences
exiting homelessness. AsMartin ð2011Þ observes, people are not always able
to know everything about themselves. Retrospective accounts of what peo-
ple did and why they did them are particularly limited. Nevertheless, in
addition to valuing and trusting people’s ﬁrsthand accounts, taking seri-
ously their experiences is central because “what is signiﬁcant is the posi-
tions of the viewers, not what they view” ðMartin 2011, 337Þ. In the speciﬁc
context of homelessness, taking seriously what people exiting homeless-
ness think extends our understanding of the outcomes achieved by policies
and programs to end homelessness.
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